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FIXTURE FOR SECURING A THIN-WALLED
COMPONENT

The present invention relates to a fixture for securing a
thin-walled component, such as a rocket nose cone or a gas
turbine aero-engine casing.

WO 2008/107672 (hereby incorporated by reference) dis-
closes an adaptive fixture for thin-walled components, for the
purpose of enabling them to be machined with sufficient
supporting rigidity and dynamic stability so as to maintain
machining precision and surface finish to an acceptable engi-
neering standard. The fixture has an inflatable elastomeric
pressure element and a liner which fits between the pressure
element and the component. It is particularly applicable to
thin-walled components where secure fixture and vibration
avoidance during machining is otherwise difficult to achieve.

The thin-walled component may have minor openings and
anuneven internal/external surface without changing its char-
acter. Such a component is difficult to hold while it is
machined. The thin wall lacks sufficient static rigidity and
dynamic stability to withstand the cutting force generated in
the machining process. The thin wall can become dynami-
cally unstable and liable to vibrate, causing machining preci-
sion problems, mainly from the insufficient supporting rigid-
ity. Surface finish problems can also result from the unstable
self-excited vibration (known as “chatter”’) between the cut-
ting-tool and workpiece.

Examples of components which can benefit from the fix-
ture of WO 2008/107672 are gas turbine aero-engine casings
and rocket nose cones. Such components are often made from
difficult-to-machine material, such as heat-resistant alloy,
and there is also a need to reduce component mass. However,
in order to provide interfaces for connection of other compo-
nents, machining work is usually inevitable.

For machining outer surfaces of thin-walled cylindrical
components, the component is clamped at one end to a base of
the fixture of WO 2008/107672. The pressure element and
liner of the fixture are then positioned inside the component
via the opening at the other end of the component, with the
liner being located in the component first and the pressure
element second. However, a problem can arise that it is diffi-
cult to position the pressure element and liner inside the
component using this procedure when access to the internal
space of the component is restricted. Indeed, positioning
using the procedure can be impossible when the component
is, for example, dome-shaped rather than cylindrical and the
only major opening to the interior of the component is
blocked by the fixture base.

Thus, in a first aspect, the present invention provides a
fixture for securing a thin-walled component, the fixture
including:

a support having one or more securing devices for securing

the component to the support,

an inflatable pressure element which, in use, is positioned

within the secured component and is adapted to press
outwardly, when inflated, against a flexible liner,
the flexible liner being adapted to fit between the pressure
element and an inner thin wall of the component,

characterised in that the liner has one or more elastic mem-
bers which bias the liner against the outward expansion
of the inflated pressure element, the liner and the pres-
sure element acting to damp vibrations in the component
during machining of an outer side of the thin wall of the
component.

By a “thin-walled component” we mean a component hav-
ing one or more thin walls. When such a wall is loaded,
transverse shear stresses across the wall are generally insig-
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nificant relative to stretching and/or bending stresses in the
plane of the wall. The thin wall typically lacks sufficient static
rigidity to withstand cutting forces generated in machining
operations, becoming dynamically unstable and liable to
vibrate.

By a “cylindrical component” we mean a hollow tubular
structure having a through-opening. Such a cylindrical com-
ponent may approximate to a true cylinder, or may, for
example, be more frustoconical in shape. By a “shell compo-
nent”, we mean a bowl-like structure having a single major
opening. Such a shell component may be shaped, for
example, like a cone or a dome.

Typically, in use, the liner is fitted to the deflated pressure
element and pre-positioned on the support before the compo-
nent is itself moved onto the support. Thus, advantageously,
the liner, having one or more elastic members which bias the
liner against the outward expansion of the inflated pressure
element, facilitate the location and the removal of the liner
and pressure element when access to the internal space of the
component is restricted. For example, the one or more elastic
members can reduce the diameter of the pressure element
when the pressure element is deflated. That is, they can reduce
the diameter the deflated pressure element further than its
diameter would be in the absence of the liner.

Typically, the inflatable pressure element is an inflatable
elastomeric pressure element. Conveniently, the pressure ele-
ment is inflated pneumatically. However, it may be inflated by
any suitable fluid or gel. The fixture may have more than one
pressure element.

Preferably, the support has a retaining element which
retains the pressure element in position within the secured
component. The pressure element may be a tubular pressure
element. For example, the retaining element may extend
through the central hole of such a tubular pressure element. In
use, the retaining element, component and pressure element
may then be concentrically arranged with the pressure ele-
ment between the retaining element and the component. Typi-
cally the liner encircles the pressure element. For example,
when the pressure element is a tubular pressure element, the
liner may be a cylinder that extends around the circumference
of the pressure element.

Preferably, the or each elastic member is an elongate mem-
ber which extends around the liner, eg circumferentially
around a cylindrical liner. When the pressure element is a
tubular pressure element, the fixture may have two or more
elastic elongate members which extend around the liner and
are axially spaced along the axis of the tubular pressure ele-
ment, eg an elongate member may be positioned at either
axial end of a cylindrical liner.

Preferably, the liner has slits which assist the liner to col-
lapse with the pressure element when the pressure element is
deflated. For example, when the pressure element is a tubular
pressure element, the slits may extend in the axial direction of
the tubular pressure element.

The component may be a rocket nose cone or a gas turbine
aero-engine casing.

The component may have a cavity in which the pressure
element and the flexible liner are positioned, and a neck
region through which the pressure element and the flexible
liner are inserted to arrive in the cavity, the neck region being
narrower than the cavity. That is, the fixture can advanta-
geously be used to position the pressure element and the liner
in components with restrictive geometries.

Embodiments of the invention will now be described by
way of example with reference to the accompanying draw-
ings in which:



US 9,085,057 B2

3

FIG. 1 shows a fixture for the external machining of a
thin-walled cylindrical component;

FIG. 2(a) shows a side view of a gas turbine aero-engine
casing 10, and FIG. 2(b) is a perspective view looking
towards the narrower end of the casing;

FIG. 3 shows a view of a liner for a fixture such as that
shown in FIG. 1; and

FIGS. 4(a) and (b) are end-on schematic views of the liner
of FIG. 3 in respectively its collapsed and expanded states.

FIG. 1 shows a fixture 100 for the external machining of a
thin-walled cylindrical component 10. The fixture comprises
a mounting base support 1 in the form of a thick-walled plate
having mounting holes 2 for connection to a machine table
(not shown) of a machining centre (not shown). Securing
devices (pins 3 and clamps 4) locate and clamp the compo-
nent 10 to the base 1.

A thick-walled rigid arbour or column 5 providing an annu-
lar retaining surface is fixed centrally to the base 1 by bolts
(not shown). The arbour 5 terminates with a flange to connect
to a thick-walled lid 12. Two modified vehicle-wheel inner
tubes 8, having an internal radius R corresponding with the
radius of the arbour 5, are fitted on the arbour. Being made of
elastomeric, resiliently flexible material, the tubes 8 can be
inflated to fit the enclosure confined within the cylindrical
component 10, support arbour 5, mounting base 1 and lid 12.
Each tube 8 has its own air inlet valve 9 on its inner surface,
and this is fitted through a respective aperture provided for
this purpose on the arbour 5. Each inlet valve 9 is extendable
upwardly through the arbour, which is hollow.

A cylindrical flexible liner 6 (only a portion of which is
shown in FIG. 1) wraps around the tubes 8 and spreads a
uniform supporting pressure to provide dynamic damping
normal to the component surface to be machined. Regional
enhancements 7 can be incorporated in the liner.

The 1id 12 is a thick-walled circular plate provided with a
wedged step (not shown) around its circumference to hold the
top end of the cylindrical component. Lid 12 is also provided
with holes 11 by which it can be attached to the top end of the
internal arbour 5 by bolts (not shown).

Conventionally, in order to secure the component 10 to the
fixture, the component would first be attached to the base
support 1 using the pins 3 and clamps 4. After the component
has been securely clamped, the flexible liner 6, followed by
the tubes 8 would be dropped into the gap between the central
column 5 and the inner wall of the component. Finally, the lid
12 would be attached and the tubes inflated.

However, this assembly procedure is typically only pos-
sible if the component being secured has a relatively unim-
peded through-opening. FIG. 2(a) shows a side view of a
component which is a gas turbine aero-engine casing 10. The
extent of the thin side wall which it is desired to machine and
therefore to support with the fixture is indicated by the
double-headed arrow. The casing is substantially frustoconi-
cal in shape, and for reasons of stability it is desired to clamp
the casing with the wider end of the casing downwards. How-
ever, as shown by FIG. 2(b), which is a perspective view
looking towards the narrower end of the casing, the inner
geometry of the casing has a neck region 20 at the narrower
end which precludes loading the liner and tubes through the
top of the casing.

Therefore, in order to secure the casing shown in FIGS.
2(a) and (b), the fixture has further features which allow
vertical loading of the part onto the base support 1, with the
liner 6 and tubes 8 already assembled and position on the
support. In particular, the liner has elastic straps which bias
the liner against the outward expansion of the inflated tubes.
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The straps also reduce the diameters of the tubes when the
tubes are deflated. The liner further has slits which assist the
liner to collapse.

FIG. 3 shows a view of the cylindrical liner 6. The elastic
straps (not shown) sit in grooves 21 at the axially upper and
lower ends of the liner. The straps exert a contracting force on
the liner which urges the liner inwards. The contraction is
assisted by the three circumferentially spaced slits 22 (only
two of which are shown in FIG. 3) which extend in the axial
direction and divide the liner into three portions. On deflation,
the slits allow the three liner portions to slide over each other.
Thus together the straps and the slits enable the liner and tubes
to contract to a diameter less than that of the inner wall of the
casing into which they are to be inserted, and less than the
deflated tubes would otherwise have in the absence of the
liner.

The liner may also have spacing elements, such as ties
extending across the slits, which ensure that on inflation the
liner portions adopt an appropriate circumferential spacing.
FIGS. 4(a) and (/) are end-on schematic views of the liner of
FIG. 3 in respectively its collapsed and expanded states and
show spacing ties 23 connecting the liner portions 6a-c.

To secure the casing 10 to the fixture, firstly, the tubes and
liner are attached to the column 5. Indeed, the tubes and liner
may be permanently attached to the column. The tubes are
deflated so that the tubes and liner shrink to a diameter smaller
than that of the bore of the casing. The casing is vertically
loaded onto the fixture, dropping over the tubes, liner and
column. The casing is restrained by clamping onto the base
plate and the tubes can then be inflated. The force generated
by inflating is greater than the resistance of the elastic straps
so that the tubes and liner expand and the liner presses against
the inner surface of the casing.

To remove the casing from the fixture after machining, the
securing procedure can simply be reversed.

In this way, the fixture can be used in conjunction with
cylindrical components which have narrow through-open-
ings, or with shell components which no through-opening at
all.

Although the present invention has been described in
FIGS. 1to 4 in relation to acomponent such as an aero-engine
casing, it is applicable to the machining of many other thin
walled components.

The invention claimed is:
1. A fixture for securing a thin-walled component, the
fixture including:
a support having one or more securing devices for securing
the component to the support, and
an inflatable pressure element which, in use, is positioned
within the secured component and is adapted to press
outwardly, when inflated, against a flexible liner, the
flexible liner being adapted to fit between the pressure
element and an inner thin wall of the component,
wherein the fixture has one or more elastic members that
comprise an clastomeric material and which bias the
liner against the outward expansion of the inflated pres-
sure element and the inflated pressure element and the
liner damp vibrations in the component during machin-
ing of an outer side of the thin wall, and
wherein the liner has slits between portions which assist
the liner to collapse with the pressure element when the
pressure element is deflated.
2. A fixture according to claim 1, wherein the one or more
elastic members reduce the diameter of the pressure element
when the pressure element is deflated.
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3. A fixture according to claim 1, wherein each elastic
member is an elongate member which extends around the
liner.

4. A fixture according to claim 1, wherein the pressure
element is a tubular pressure element.

5. A fixture according to claim 4, wherein two or more
elongate members extend around the liner and are axially
spaced along the axis of the tubular pressure element.

6. A fixture according to claim 1, wherein the slits extend in
the axial direction of the pressure element.

7. A fixture according to claim 6, wherein, when the liner is
in a collapsed configuration, the portions partially overlap
adjacent portions.

8. A fixture according to claim 7, wherein the portions
partially overlap adjacent portions in a radial direction.

9. A fixture according to claim 1, wherein the portions are
connected by spacing ties.

10. A fixture according to claim 1, wherein the component
is a rocket nose cone or a gas turbine aero-engine casing.

11. A fixture for securing a thin-walled component, the
fixture including:
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a support having one or more securing devices for securing
the component to the support, and

an inflatable pressure element which, in use, is positioned
within the secured component and is adapted to press
outwardly, when inflated, against a flexible liner, the
flexible liner being adapted to fit between the pressure
element and an inner thin wall of the component,

wherein the fixture has one or more elastomeric members
which bias the liner against the outward expansion of the
inflated pressure element and the inflated pressure ele-
ment and the liner damp vibrations in the component
during machining of an outer side of the thin wall,

wherein the liner has slits between portions which assist
the liner to collapse with the pressure element when the
pressure element is deflated, and

wherein, when the liner is in a collapsed configuration, the
portions partially overlap one over top of another in
adjacent portions in a radial direction.
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